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THE ATTITUDE OF THE CHRISTIAN TOWARDS 
THE HIGHER CRITICISM OF THE BIBLE. 



By Professor L. W. Batten, 
Protestant Episcopal Theolsgical Seminary, Philadelphia. 



Christians classified according to their fitness to judge the results of higher 
criticism and according to the attitude they take : The motives influencing 
their decision : Fear of the results of the higher criticism : The dangers 
only apparent: Proper attitude toward the investigation of unknown truth : 
New views of the Bible may permit higher conceptions of God's character ; 
The Old Testament prophets submitted their prophecies to the test of time ; 
This was the test prescribed in the law of Moses — This should be our method. 

It would be trite to call attention at this day to the great 
changes wrought by the remarkable strides in biblical scholarship 
within the past few years. It would be quite apart from my 
purpose to discuss the causes which have led to this great 
advance. My concern is with the actual attitude of Christians 
to-day towards the higher criticism of the Bible. If one inquire 
into this he will find a strange condition of things. 

There are three classes of Christians whose attitude merits 
our consideration. First, the biblical scholars, those who have 
not only followed the discoveries and discussions as they have 
poured forth in bewildering abundance, but have also themselves 
studied the questions involved. These men have all found their 
places. Their attitude is already fixed, and for the most unalter- 
able, whether they be the leaders of the new movement, the con- 
servative sifters of the bold speculations, or the determined 
opponents of the whole new school. 

Second, there are the educated Christians with some knowl- 
edge of theology, but without the special equipment for biblical 
criticism. To this class the clergy as a rule belong. They read 
the more popular expositions of the results of criticism, but have 
not time to master the original works. These, too, have usually 
classed themselves for or against the advanced tendency. The 
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advanced scholars find their most bitter antagonists among this 
class. The clergy feel a peculiar responsibility to their congre- 
gation. They have usually taken a vow to uphold the truth, 
which means, or is at all events interpreted to mean, the truth as 
it has been handed down to them. They conceive it therefore 
their mission to be conservators of old ideas, rather than as 
channels by which God shall give fresh light to the world. Their 
office therefore assumes the priestly rather than the prophetic 
character. Their preaching would be seriously modified by the 
partial acceptance of the new ideas, yes, even by the recogni- 
tion of their possible truth. Barrels of old sermons would be 
rendered useless in a moment. Directly or indirectly they would 
be obliged to retract a great deal that they had delivered with 
solemn emphasis as eternal truth. Hence it is that the chief 
adherents of the new views are found among the younger clergy, 
who are naturally looking for new truth to preach, and who can 
proclaim the new teaching without embarassment. There are 
notable exceptions. There are men among the clergy who 
believe with Emerson that consistency is the bane of small 
minds, who preach what they believe today irrespective of what 
they preached a year or ten years ago. 

Third, there is the average intelligent Christian, who reads 
his favorite religious papers, listens attentively to what comes in 
his way, studies his Bible with such light as he has, but who is 
without much knowledge of the work done by scholars, and lacks 
the equipment to make him even a competent judge amidst the 
confusing arguments of the combatants. In this class the great 
majority of Christians will gladly place themselves. Their work 
has been given them, and in doing that they cut themselves off 
from the possibility, except in rare cases, of doing work which 
belongs to others. In Christian thought they can only follow, 
they do not hope to lead. They do not dream of moulding the 
opinions of others, and hold their own always open to the 
influence of those whom they trust. In this class also there are 
some who have ranged themselves on the one side or the other. 
Plenty are to be found stoutly maintaining that Moses wrote the 
Pentateuch, or that it is a composite structure of a time long 
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after Moses. But they would not find it easy to defend either 
the one position or the other. They know something of the 
results, but little of the data upon which the results are based. 
But the peculiarity of this class is that those whose minds are 
firmly made up are proportionately few. There are many per- 
plexed and bewildered. They have often heard that the new 
views will ultimately undermine the very foundations of their 
faith. They fear the new movement as an enemy of their 
religion. They can see that many things are changed by the 
acceptance of the results of the new criticism. They are told 
truly that their whole Bible must be read in a new light, and 
from a new point of view if the results of the so-called higher 
criticism are accepted. 

The last are the ones who need help and guidance to see that 
the higher criticism is not the horrible demon it has so often 
been pictured, but simply a method for the scientific study of the 
literary problems of the Bible. The writer was recently present 
at a meeting of clergymen at which several attempted in vain to 
define the higher criticism. No wonder that the laity are 
bewildered by it. A desire to offer some helpful suggestions to 
this class has prompted this article. 

Among the three great classes into which all truth may be 
divided, the known, the unknown, and the unknowable, many 
have shown a fondness for the last. They like to cut off all 
further discussion by pronouncing the verdict — this is unknow- 
able. Some scientific men especially have shown a strong 
inclination to treat religious problems in this way. But in the 
scientific world, as Lubbock has beautifully shown, many things 
once pronounced unknowable have since become known. Relig- 
ious truth, like scientific truth, is, as a matter of fact, divided 
largely between the known and the unknown. One who has 
learned the lessons of history will not pronounce many things 
unknowable. The known, however, is infinitesimal compared to 
the unknown. What the wisest scholar knows is but a drop in a 
bucket compared to what he does not know. And no one real- 
izes this so well as the wise scholar. But the unknown may at 
any time become the known. God has revealed much, but he 
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has left much more unrevealed. We know much about the Bible, 
but there is much more that we do not know. The patient labor 
of scholars may bring portions of this great unknown field to 
light at any time. God has not condemned us to graze always 
in the well-trodden pastures of our forefathers. Each age may 
discover the truth which is necessary for its own peculiar needs. 
Hence we Christians can never cut off the study of what is pur- 
ported to be new truth by crying " impossible " ; still less by 
assailing it and trying to beat it down. What then shall be our 
attitude towards the results of those who claim that they have 
discovered new, and in some respects revolutionary, truths about 
the Bible ? 

It seems singular that the Christian world has not applied the 
noble lesson of Gamaliel to their case. The Jewish authorities 
were determined to put down what they with good reason from 
their point of view regarded as a dangerous heresy. Gamaliel 
agreed with them about the doctrine, but not about the method 
of opposing it. Here is his method : "And now I say unto you, 
refrain from those men, and let them alone ; for if this counsel 
or this work be of men, it will be overthrown : but if it is of 
God, ye will not be able to overthrow them ; lest haply ye be 
found even to be fighting against God" (Acts 5 : 38, 39). This 
surely would be the safest guide for us today. We might put it 
in this form : All truth is from God, and like him is eternal, 
unchangeable and indestructible. All falsehood is from the 
Devil, the father of lies, and is certain of destruction. If men 
speak falsehood, God will destroy it without our help ; if they 
speak truth, our attacks may indeed cause the speakers pain and 
loss, but they will be as fruitless as wicked. 

Then we come to the great question which Pilate asked so 
flippantly that he did not wait for the answer : "What is truth ? " 
We will all agree to hold ourselves ready to accept the truth as 
soon as we know it to be such. But how are we to know ? If 
Hananiah the prophet declares that Babylon will fall within two 
years, and Jeremiah the prophet contradicts him (Jer. 28), how 
were the people to know whom to believe ? If one great scholar 
says Isaiah wrote all of the book called by his name, and another 
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equally great scholar says he did not, how can we who are not 
biblical scholars know which statement is true ? Gamaliel's 
counsel offers two helpful suggestions. 

First, do not pronounce the new false because it is apparently 
contradictory to opinions which we have long cherished. This 
is the fundamental mistake, and the source of untold unchristian 
strife. The new teaching seems to make shipwreck of our 
belief. In the confusion, the old seems to be falling to pieces 
with only a new, unfamiliar, and unwelcome fact to take its place. 
We have not the patience to examine the wreck, or we should 
see that our old ideas do contain a germ of truth, which no new 
notions can change or destroy, and that our faith is only modified, 
not destroyed, and that the new truth joining hands with the old 
gives us something better and stronger than either the old or the 
new by itself. Let me illustrate by a bold example. One has 
ultra-conservative views about the Bible. He reads (1 Sam. 16) 
that God told Samuel to practice deception in order to keep his 
real designs from Saul. He sets about to devise a host of 
reasons to justify God's strange conduct. But after a time he 
gets a different conception of the Bible ; he perceives that Samuel 
feared for his life, and naturally attributed to God the plan which 
suggested itself to insure his safety. What is the effect ? He 
has parted with the doctrine of an infallible book, but he has 
gained the doctrine of a perfectly holy God who will not deceive. 
Is not the gain infinitely greater than the loss ? 

Second, Gamaliel rightly believed that time would settle the 
question whether the new doctrine was of God or men. That 
was essentially Jeremiah's only reply to Hananiah. That is the 
canon of prophecy laid down in the Bible itself : "When a 
prophet speaketh in the name of the Lord, if the thing follow 
not, nor come to pass, that is the thing which the Lord hath not 
spoken : the prophet hath spoken it presumptuously" (Deut. 
18:22). 

This method requires great patience, but it is the only safe 
and Christian course. Much better let a supposed heretic stand 
before the bar of slowly forming public opinion than compel him 
to plead his case before a body of his peers, who are stirred with 
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passion and blinded by prejudice, from the very nature of the 
case. 

To sum up the case in a word then, the people who are with- 
out special facilities for studying and judging must wait quietly 
and patiently while the battle rages among the masters, and 
when the strife ends, if they have watched intelligently, they can 
easily tell who the victors are, and they may be sure that God 
gives the victory to the truth. 



